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United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Biosphere Reserves 
(BRs) provide an example of an integrated sustainability framework that allows for connection 
between international, national, state / provincial and local levels of conservation and capacity-
building. The three major functions of a BR are conservation of biodiversity, sustainable development 
and support for logistics. As coupled social-ecological systems, BRs explicitly acknowledge that 
human systems and ecological systems are inextricably linked, and have the potential to bridge 
ecological and social-political spheres that have been viewed as predominantly disparate entities, 
rather than as interconnected or nested systems. 
The aim of this thesis is to identify the key features (assets, process and outcome) required to 
enhance the fit between governance systems and ecosystems using the UNESCO BR model, and 
develop a framework for establishing BRs as resilient working landscapes. By identifying features that 
seem critical for linking civil society, institutions and government dynamically across multiple levels, 
the research addresses the governance dimension of ecosystem management and the social factors 
that enable such management. The scope of the thesis is limited to developed country contexts. 
Data are derived from focus groups, site visits, 52 key informant interviews and literature reviews. 
The research process utilised an emergent, naturalistic inquiry, characterised by abductive, deductive 
and inductive methods. Four Australian and four Canadian qualitative case studies support and 
demonstrate the three phases of the BR resilience conceptual framework developed herein.  
UNESCO BRs originated in the early 1970s as international examples of biodiversity conservation 
and sites of scientific research and monitoring. Since this time, the international program has 
broadened to include more complex notions of social-ecological systems, reflecting shifts in 
environmental discourse and praxis. The Australian BR Program is characterised by government-
initiated BRs and those generated though community-derived stewardship. Over the same period, the 
Canadian BR Program has consistently developed through community capacity and the Canadian 
Biosphere Reserve Association. 
Capital assets and ‘new governance’ processes are two of the three key phases of developing a 
successful (resilient) BR. Adaptive capacity is a key component of the final phase; the achievement of 
a resilient working landscape. In the framework, evolution and devolution of a BR occurs in response 
to social and ecological variables. However, maintenance and renewal of capital assets are crucial to 
sustaining the first and most fundamental phase of BR resilience.  
Specific guidelines for the application of the BR resilience conceptual framework are provided to 
inform individual BRs and their national programs more generally, and provide any party interested in 
the BR concept with a means to develop a resilient BR, from its inception. Avenues for future 
research are suggested, with a recommended focus upon harnessing greater understanding of 
resilience factors in social-ecological systems, and the relationship of these to BRs. 
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The goal should be to seek not detailed knowledge of parts of the system, but improved 
understanding of the dynamics of the whole system. 
Carl Folke  
 
 
Each stage of human civilization is defined by our mental structures; the concepts we create and 
then project upon the universe. 
Edwin H. Land  
 
 
The seeds of the future are to be found in the extremes of the present. So our 
wildest ideas are the ones that give us insights into the surprises of the next few 
decades. 




Biosphere Reserves are places where nature nurtures the minds, hearts and bodies of the people, 
and the people strive to live gently and maintain vital processes to sustain themselves and the 
other species that share the biosphere.  
Canadian Biosphere Reserve Association  
 
 
A biosphere reserve is like a butterfly - if you open the cocoon for it, it is not going to fly. It has to 
struggle to get out. 
Jim Birtch  
 
 
 I think there are some folks who just have experienced the power of working 
together, and when they get hold of that, it’s kind of hard to forget it. 
   David Spann 
 
